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THE MOST DANGEROUS WORD

JUDITH TODD ISQUIT
A teenager is at the wheel of the family car, his girl at hi s side.
The road is unfamiliar to him, and he relie s on her for dire cHons.
They approach the intersection of a busy highway; he comes to a
stop, looks to the left and right, and puts the car into low gear.
As the car move s slowly into the intersection, he querie s his com
panion: 11 We turn left here, don I t we?lI II Right I" she emphatically
agrees. Obediently, he turns the wheel to the right. The girl at
once realizes that she has been misunderstood, but it takes a little
longer to explain to her escort, and the car is in the middle of the
highway before he can reverse his course and turn left. The dri
ver, preoccupied with the semantic confusion, doe s not see the
truck bearing down on them until it is too late. A squeal of tires,
a shattering crash ••• and silence. By the time the rescue squad
has reached the scene, the driver is unconscious and his girl is
dead. He survive s, but will never recover completely from his
injuries; two years later, he is partially crippled by an arthritic
hip, walks with a limp, and can neither sit nor stand for prolonged
periods.
A story invented for dramatic effect? Alas, it did indeed happen, more
or less as described above. I became acquainted with many details of
the accident as a petit juror in a civil suit for negligence brought by
the teenager and his father against the driver of the truck. The testi
mony did not explicitly reveal the above conversation, but the evidence
for it is strong -- incoherent testimony by the youth about the directions
right and left given to a police officer from a qospital bed; the truck
driver's observation that the car veered to the right and then to the
left; the inexplicable failure to see the truck until too late. But the
most convincing evidence was ironically given by the victim himself;
while on the witness stand, he frequently used the expression" Right f 1 '
to assent to a question from the lawyers. Although as jurors we
were asked to consider the narrow legal question of negligence on the
part of either or both drivers, it was clear that the English language
should have been on trial as well.

